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Built in 1938, Maggie L. Walker High School is a three-story red-brick building located along the 
west side of Lombardy Street. As an urban axis, Lombardy Street historically linked a number of 
Richmond Viginia's educational institutions, including Virginia Union University, the University of 
Richmond (which was formerly located at Lombardy and Broad streets),Virginia Commonwealth 
University (historically Richmond Professional Institute), and Stonewall Jackson School. Sited at the 
western end ofthe Camer neighborhood, the Maggie L. Walker High School is bounded on the south 
by Leigh Street and the Viginia Union University School of Theology; on the north by Interstate 95 
and the main campus of Virginia Union University. On the east the building faces Lombardy Street 
and a row of small-scale commercial establishments. A neighborhood of early twentieth-century 
working-class residences lies to the west. Due to its monumentality the high school is the dominant 
buildiig in its neighborhood. By virtue of its massing the building's architecture suggests interaction 
with its community: four classroom wings and a gymnasium extend fiom the central block,. Although 
the character of the high school is formal and institutional, its ornament is stylish Art Deco. ~ h d  
durable building materials used to finish the building are installed in unusual patterns. Crisp linear 
reveals and inlaid tile animate the exterior masonry, as does the English bond of the exterior end 
walls. The random ashlar coursing of the interior walls adds visual interest to an otherwise strictly 
utilitarian material. 

Architectural Analvsis - 
At once a gracious and imposing structure set in an six-and-one-half acre urban park , Maggie L. 
Walker High School is situated in the African-American community which the school served from 
1938 to 1979. A four-foot high granite monument on the southeast corner of the grounds proclaims 
the site's early history. Where the abandoned high school buildiig now stands was the campus of 
Hartshorn Memorial College. A school for African-American women from 1883 until 193 1, the 
college eventually merged with adjacent Virginia Union University. The present high school structure 
was initially designed in the midst of the Great Depression and expanded in 1963. The most salient 
features of the building are its spreadiig, symmetrical wings which extend at the north and south ends 
to frame and enclose the front and side entries. 

The Magge L. Walker High School buildiig is a three-story, reinforced-concrete structure, providing 
155,000 square feet of educational facility. Designed by well-known Richmond architects Carneal, 
Johnston & Wright in 1937 and constructed in i938, this institutional structure boasted the finest 
vocational education facilities in the city. Carneal, Johnston & Wright had designed many of the 
city's public schools, including Binford, Bellewe, and Bacon schools. Their prolific practice 
originated when architects Ambler Johnston and William Leigh Carneal Jr. partnered in 1907. They 
were joined in 1916 by 0. Pendleton Wright who became a partner in 1928.' In the decades between 



NPS Form 1 C-SCQa 
(8-46) 

OM6 NO. 10240316 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

NATIONAL REGISTER OF XISTORIC PLACES 
CONTINUATION SHEET 

Section -7- Page -2- Maggie L .  Walker High School 
Richmond, Virg inia  

-----------=---------------------------------------------=---------------------- ----------- ........................................ ....................... 
1910 and 1940 the firm designed an astonishing number of elementary and secondary schools, as well 
as buildings for the state's institutions of higher learning. At Virginia Military Institute (National 
Historic Landmark) they designed the Gymnasium (1925) and Crozet Hall (193 I).' Much of the 
fum's work was in the Gothic style; whether the more delicate "Collegiate Gothic" of the dormitories 
and refectory designed for the University of Richmond, or the massive stone fortress-like schools 
such as Bacon School and the dorms and quadrangles these architects designed for the Virginia 
Polytechnic Institute in Blacksburg, Virginia. 

In the 1930s the more s imcant  commissions of Cameal, Johnston & Wright were developed in the 
Art Deco style; in this case a stylized Neoclassical-classical ornamental treatment. The Art Deco 
architectural style was more of an approach to finishes and ornamental treatment than an approach 
to planning or design philosophy.' Although Art Deco skyscrapers were built in New York City in 
the 1920s, it was not until 1930 that Richmond's finest Art Deco monument, the Central National 
Bank Building was built. Designed by New York architect John Eberson in consultation with 
Carneal, Johnston & WrightQhis building has been the most prominent structure on Richmond's 
principal east-west conidor &om the moment of its erection at Broad and Second streets.' Adapting 
Art Deco to their own stylistic, Carneal, Johnston & Wright designed the Sydnor & Hundley building 
(1931) and the Virginia Department of Highways and Transportation building (1939), both in 
Richmond. The Virginia Supreme Court-State Library Building (1941), another prominent Art Deco 
structure, was designed by Cameal Johnston & Wright in collaboration with Baskemill & Son and 
Alfred M. Githens & Francis Keally ofNew York. 

When the architects received the-cbmmission to design the sorely needed new high school for 
Richmond's acan-American students they designed a building with a flamboyant shape and colorfi~l 
ornament, departing from the more conservative approach seen in their earlier school work. The 
Federal Administration of Public Works, an agency of Franklin Roosevelt's "New Deal" had initially 
awarded the city a grant of $209,250, W i n g  45% of the cost of the new high school. Considerable 
argument arose however, about whether the city could provide the balance of the funds needed when 
the equipment budget exceeded the original projected costs. Goaded by Virginius Dabney, the 
progressive editor of the Richmond Tlines-Dispdch, and by the School Superintendent Jesse Binford, 
the city government made it a priority to equip the new high school's classrooms before constructing 
a municipal golf ~ o u r s e . ~  The city's conservative mayor, Fulmer Bright, had been disinclined to use 
federal funding or to expend additional funds, fearing federal interference in city affairs. However, 
the School Board and the Times-Dispatch editor prevailed. As principal James Segear concluded 
in his first annual report on the school, "the School Board, having had the wisdom to dignify the 
efforts of this school by a magnificent physical plant and a capable faculty, may well expect results 
that will be in keeping with the high standard thus set."' 

The building is constructed in cast concrete with a facing of dark red brick. For the most part the 
brick is laid in running bond; the jointing of the end walls is English cross bond. Shallow rectangular 



NPS Form 1- 
( 8 - w  

OM8 No. 10240318 

United Stater Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 
CONTINUATION SHEET 

Section -7- Page -3- Maggie L .  Walker High School 
Richmond, Virginia ....................................................................................... 

reveals and dark-green tile inlays provide simple ornament to the massive brick walls. The two-story 
vertical stripes of recessed brick are abstractions of the concrete and steel columns beneath the 
surface. The diamond-shaped groupings of short vertical masonry stripes and green ceramic tile are 
purely decorative patterning. The fresh-air intakes placed in the facade are part of the simple 
patterning of solids, voids, and vertical stripes of recessed brick. The center bays of the entry facade 
are limestone-faced, as are the window sills, coping, and string course above the second floor window 
lintels. A ramped limestone parapet marks the main entry as well as the end walls of the four original 
wings. The on@ windows are industrial-style steel awning and hopper types divided into twelve 
lights. The sizes of the windows are graduated, from the smaller, "punched" window openings in the 
basement to the large windows arranged in broad bands between the masonry piers which define the 
building's comers. The forty-five foot height of the building does not vary throughout its principal 
mass. As in conventional neoclassical design, the two principal stories rest on an elevated cast- 
concrete basement. 

Although the building's ornament is Art Deco, the symmetry of the structure as reflected in the floor 
plan derives from formal Beaux Arts traditions. The original shape of the classroom portion of the 
building was that of two Y's joined at the base. From the center point, where the second-floor entry 
is located, the large mass of the auditorium and the gymnasium project westward. The primary axis 
of the classroom and office spaces is defined on each floor by generous north-south corridors which 
swell slightly at the center of the building and at the spacious, hexagonal stairwells at each end of 
these halls. The gracious double stairs have slate treads and handsome, if simple, curving cast iron 
railings. At each stairwell's intersection two wings split off from the main axis at a 45" angle forming 
the Ys. When the building was -expanded in 1963, Carneal and Johnston added three-story 
symmetrical wings at the north and south ends of the building and one story additions on either side 
of the auditorium and gymnasium. The new wings complement the original massing and architecture, 
and use the same architectural vocabulary as in the original structure, but with some minor reduction 
in trim and articulation. 

The interior spaces are characterized by a continuous wainscoting of yellow glazed block topped 
with painted four-inch concrete block laid in a random ashlar pattern. The unusual coursing, 
combined with the use of both rough and smooth surfaced concrete block, adds considerable visual 
interest to this utilitarian material. All of the original casework (doors, blackboards, bulletin boards, 
and closets) were assembled from hardwoods and finished a rich yellow-brown. This combination 
of varnished wood, yellow glazed block, and large windowed spaces imparts a sense of quality , 
permanence, and warmth throughout the conidors, classrooms and offices. The original twelve-foot 
ceilings are plaster; the floors, except for the maple flooring in the gymnasium and music room, are 
either mastic tile or concrete. 
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The most highly articulated spaces are at the main vestibule and lobby where a coffered ceiling is 
enhanced with a plaster cornice of tumbling pyramids. The lobby is generous and leads directly to 
the two principal doors of the auditorium. The primary ornament of this vast space is parallel linear 
articulations, suggesting the streamlined modeme style. From the auditorium one enters a purely 
hnctional space: the airy gymnasium with its exposed brick walls and steel trusses. Below the 
auditorium are the hypostyle cafeteria and kitchen, which are produced by the structural grid of 
square columns. Locker rooms, mechanical spaces, and equipment rooms complete the basement 
floor area below the gymnasium. 

Classroom and office spaces line the double-loaded corridors that f o m  the spine of the main block 
and its symmetrical wings on each of the building's three floors. These spaces all have very similar 
finishes except for the administration wing, where they have been altered. Most spaces have 
varnished, wood-framed chalk-boards and bulletin boards, and are krnished with wardrobes and 
storage closets fashioned &om the same type and finish of wood. Two large spaces in the north wing 
of the first and second floors are divided with handsome wood partition-walls with a multi-light 
transom. The paneled wooden casework is conventional, rather than Art Deco, in its molding. A 
"domestic science laboratory" was originally housed in the basement's southeast wing; the floor plan 
was designed to resemble a house or apartment. A beauty parlor and laundry, along with the girls' 
toilet, made up the southwest wing. On the opposite end of the building were classrooms for public- 
service training, a masonry department, and the boys' toilet. Aside from these specialized areas (and 
also the music room with its stepped platforms), the classrooms are very similar in character: bright 
with natural light the spaces are generously proportioned with handsome, if unremarkable, casework. 
The 1963 wings are characterized by their aluminum windows, by the different size and coursing of 
their block walls, and by their terrazzo floors. 

The most significant of the exterior spaces is the building's forecourt, a wide expanse of scored 
concrete, aligned with the massive concrete cheek walls of the entry stair which leads to the piano 
nobile above the raised basement. Not only was this the primary entry to the school, but also the spot 
where morning pep rallies beckoned students on days when the school faced an athletic opponent, 
and the place where the school's band, majorettes, or ROTC corps performed drills. Cast concrete 
marquees with fluted hoods mark the side entries which open onto a small courtyard in the crotch of 
the Y-shaped wings. The outdoor spaces on the west between the auditorium and the classroom 
wings are sheltered courtyards. Athletic fields were located north of the school building. 
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Statement of Significance 

Maggie L. Walker High School is significant under Criterion A for the role the school played in 
Richmond Virginia's African-American community and in the development of secondary education 
in the city. The building is signdicant under Criterion C for the quality of its architectural design and 
as the notable work of its locally prominent architects Carneal, Johnston & Wright. The high school, 
h d e d  in large part by the Roosevelt's Administration of Public Works, was the first vocational high 
school built in the city for African-American youths, the only one of the city's high schools to be 
named for a Richmonder, and the 6rst of the city's schools to have an African-American principal and 
faculty. Over its history the school was a beacon in Richmond's African-American community, 
embodying the importance of education and training. It was the product of a progressive city School 
Board and the New Deal. The school opened its doors in 1938 and operated continuously and 
primarily as a high school for African-Americanss until 1979 when the school ceased to be a 
comprehensive high school and joined to John Marshall High School as the Marshall-Walker 
complex. The building became home to Richmond Community High School, Open High School, and 
the Humanities Center and in 1989 the building was declared surplus. Vacant for nearly a decadd 
Maggie L. Walker High School nonetheless retains very high integrity of design, materials, feeling 
and association. 

Historic Context 

A landmark building which occupies the northwest comer of the intersection of Lombardy and Leigh 
Streets in the center of Richmond' Virginia, the Maggie L. Walker High School site has been 
associated with the education of the African American community since the last decades of the 
nineteenth century At that time prime real estate in the city was beginning to be concentrated in the 
West End (then the area marked by the fairgrounds at Monroe Park). Richmond College had had its 
campus on the margins of the city at Lombardy and Broad Streets since 1834. Three blocks north 
at Lombardy and Leigh Streets, Hartshorn Memorial College was dedicated in 1884 to the use of 
African-American women. This location was the western extent of the "north-of-Broad" comdor 
which comprised one of the city's primary black districts, including that community's commercial 
center along Second Street. Northwest of this district, the Presbyterians' Union Theological 
Seminary was built in 1898. That same year Virginia Union University broke ground for its new 
campus, next to Hartshorn Mem~rial .~ These two latter schools merged in 193 1. 

In the slow development of public education in Virginia, Maggie Walker High School was 
representative of the prevailing "separate but equal" doctrines of pre-World War I1 Virginia. Black 
and white children were segregated into separate schools in accordance with "Jim Crow laws" These 
laws, which codified discrimination against blacks, also segregated black and white populations in all 
matters of public accommodation. Residential neighborhoods were primarily color segregated, and 
zoning regulations attempted to reinforce this until the courts struck such laws down (1916, 1930)." 
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The majority of Richmond's Afiican-American population lived in the old and deteriorating Jackson 
Ward neighborhood (east of the school). After the U.S. Supreme Court desegregation order in 
Brown v. BoardOfEducation @Topeka, h a s  (1954) the initial response to the integration order 
was a policy of massive resistance, spearheaded by the influential editor of the Richmond News 
Leader James Jackson Kilpatrick. Kilpatrick's editorials denigrated the Supreme Court's decision, 
urging the states' rights arguments once enunciated by John C. Calhoun. Eventually the state 
government's opposition to the court's rulings collapsed. Because of the slow pace of Richmond's 
desegregation and because of Maggie Walker High School's location within a longtime black 
neighborhood, it remained primarily an Afiican-American school until closing as a comprehensive 
high school in 1979. 

The Maggie L. Walker High School was planned as a result of rapid overcrowding at the Armstrong 
High School. In 1922 Armstrong had been built as Richmond's first public high school for black 
students. In 1928 the building was doubled in size. Nonetheless, by 1937 there were 2,356 students - 
enrolled at Armstrong where the capacity was only 1,400 students. For five years Armstrong had 
operated with double shifts." The School Board enlisted prominent architects Carneal, ~ohnston' 
& Wright to prepare preliminary sketches for a new high school. Carneal, Johnston & Wright had 
an excellent track record with the School Board, having designed Bacon (1915), Bellevue (1914), 
and Bowler (1914) schools, among others. The architects recommended that the School Board seek 
federal grants to fund the new structure in part, and recommended further that the Board purchase 
the Hartshorn College site from Virginia Union University which had acquired the land when the 
schoo$ merged in 1931." On 7 September 1938 Maggie L. Walker High School was dedicated and 
opened its doors to 795 eighth-gr& students, twenty-four teachers, and two administrators. The 
Maggie L. Walker build'ig and campus were hailed as "equal in rank and dignity with any high school 
in Virginia." Richmond's mayor Fulmer Bright called it "one of the finest schools in the South; ... 
a keystone in the arch of Richmond's public school system."13 The school population expanded 
rapidly to 1,067 by the close of its first year of operation. 

Responding to a delegation fiom the AtEcan-American community,14 the School Board gave the new 
facility the name of one of Richmond's principal civic leaders. In a segregated society Maggie Lena 
Mitchell Walker (1867-1934) was prominent not only in her native Richmond, but also throughout 
the nation as an entrepreneur and social welfare advocate. A graduate of the city's public schools 
(Richmond High and Normal), Mrs. Walker taught five years in the same schools before joining a 
small insurance concern, the Order of St. Luke's." Over the course of thirty years she became its 
Executive Secretary and was the founder and President of its affiliated Penny Savings Bank, the 
present day Consolidated Bank and Trust Company. Mrs. Walker was the first woman in the United 
States to head a bank.I6 Her home, a National Historic Site located less than a mile east of the high 
school which bears her name, is operated by the National Park Service as a house museum. 
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In addition to providing adequate educational facilities for the black children who comprised nearly 
one third of Richmond's school population, Maggie Walker High School provided a cumculum that 
followed "the trend in both white and Negro schools.. .. . toward ..... vocational training."" Dr. Robert 
C. Weaver, advisor to the Department ofthe Interior, speaking at the site dedication promised, "(w)e 
have neglected educating the hands where we have educated the heads. Now we are going to do 
b ~ t h . " ' ~  The new high school opened in 1938 with 795 freshmen. The following year traditional 
college-preparatory students transferred to Armstrong High, while Maggie Walker students enrolled 
in three distinct courses of study. The Vocational Trade course provided training in specific trades. 
The General Course outlined a sequence of courses for pupils who did not seek a particular 
specialization while the Vocational-College Preparatory track was designed for pupils who wished 
to pursue technical courses in ~ol lege. '~  

Over the course of the next decade, the high school developed its promise as a vocational training 
center in the community. James E. Segear, a native Virginian and graduate of Virginia State College 
with an M.A. from the University of Pennsylvania had taught the course in auto mechanics at 
Armstrong High School before being chosen to head Walker at the age of thirty. Under his guidance: 
night-school offerings soon mirrored the daytime vocational and general classes of the high school 
(e.g. practical nursing, beauty culture, tailoring, barbering, general mechanics, welding, bricklaying, 
carpentry, shoe repair, chef cooking, meat cuttin& typewriting and shorthand, bookkeeping, business 
English, commercial law, advertising, retailing and effective ~peech).~" Shortly after graduating its 
first senior class in June 1942, more subjects were added to Walker's basic academic curriculum of 
Engbsh, mathematics, science, history and civics. Segear added Spanish, algebra, physics, chemistry, 
and mechanical drawing, and moved the school well on its way to becoming the comprehensive 
institution originally envi~ioned.~' 

Extracurricular activities also benefitted the community in broad areas. "[Bloy and girl scientists of 
the future" from Walker's Science and Engineering Club found themselves eligible for national grant 
progams that included study in New York City. Spanish Club members had the opportunity to travel 
north to visit the city's Spanish Harlem and test their skills.22 A strong connection at Walker existed 
with neighboring Virginia Union University. After Hartshorn College united with the University in 
1931, and the site was made available for the construction of Maggie Walker High School, the 
university's athletic facilities for basketball and football were put at Walker's disposal. State 
institutions also enjoyed Maggie Walker's academic offerings. A course in English composition for 
nurses was offered by Virginia State College at Walker's night 

Perhaps the most celebrated event of the academic year was the "Armstrong-Walker Football 
Classic." This annual celebration focussed on the game between rival African-American high schools 
and brought families from across the city together for a long weekend of Thanksgiving and 
celebration. This event became a symbol of black unity and pride until Maggie Walker High School's 
closing brought the tradition to an end. Beginning in 1939 and ending in 1978, Richmond's two 
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black high schools came together the Saturday after Thanksgiving in a fierce rivalry. Over the forty 
years that the game was played, the event was an ingathering of the African-American community. 
Students and alumni of the two schools made the weekend a family holiday. 

Among the school's alumni are prominent professionals and athletes. W i e  Lanier of the Kansas City 
Chiefs had played in the "Cla~sic."~~ Other distinguished alumni of Maggie Walker High School 
include civil rights lawyer and state senator Henry Marsh who in 1977 became Richmond's first 
African-American mayor; Robert Dandridge of the Milwaukee Bucks; Clyde Austin of the Harlem 
Globetrotters; and Arthur Ashe the famed Wimbledon champion tennis player. From the time of its 
construction in 1938 until its last year as a comprehensive high school in 1979, the school played a 
significant role in the development and unification of the city's African-American community. 
Although the school building is presently vacant, plans for its rehabilitation as the site of the 
Governor's School for Govenunent and International Studies hold out the promise that the site may 
again symbolize educational excellence and community enlightenment. 
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UTM REFERENCES 

zone 

18 

18 

18 

18 

18 

18 

northing 

4159 300 

VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 

All of that property designated by the City of Richmond as parcel number N000-0732/001 

T 

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION 

The boundary includes the Maggie L. Walker High School building and the entire extent of the athletic, 
recreational, and parking areas. 
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